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Homeric Time Travel
In a recent pair of articles I argued that the Odyssey presents itself as the heroic analogue to, or even substitute for, fertility myth. 1 The return of Odysseus thus heralds the return of prosperity to his kingdom in a manner functionally equivalent to the return of Persephone, and with her of life, to earth in springtime. The first paper focused on a detailed comparison of the plots of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter and the Odyssey; 2 and the second on the relationship between Persephone's withdrawal and return and the narrative device of ring-composition. 3 In my analysis of ring-composition, I concluded that what began as a cognitive and functional pattern, organizing small-scale narrative structures, evolved into an aesthetic pattern, organizing large blocks of narrative, before finally becoming an ideological pattern, connecting the hero's return to the promise of renewal offered by fertility myth and cult. In the story of Persephone, the pattern of withdrawal, devastation, and return that brings renewal takes place within cyclical time. But, I also hinted that the same pattern can also be re-imagined in linear time as a return of the past, and specifically the heroic age. 4 In what follows, I will argue that the Odyssey involves just such a return, of the heroic age in linear time, and in two, complementary ways. My central claim, then, is that epic performance is a kind of time travel that involves both the internal characters and the external audience. The idea of 'return' has thus exerted a centripetal force on the narrative so that return is a narrative ring-structure, representing a spatial journey-pattern by the protagonist(s), that has assimilated to itself complementary, cyclical and linear temporal processes. Abetting this assimilation is the underlying idea that return brings with it renewal for the community.
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That both Homeric epics are structured by a withdrawal and return story-pattern with close affinity to the Hymn to Demeter is uncontroversial. In The Singer of Tales, for example,
Albert Lord remarks that:
The essential pattern of the Iliad is the same as that of the Odyssey; they are both the story of an absence that causes havoc to the beloved of the absentee and of his return to set matters right . . . . The rape of Persephone in all its forms as a fertility myth underlies all epic tales of this sort, and until the historical is completely triumphant over the mythic, all such tales are likely to be drawn into the pattern of the myth. 5 Seven years later, Mary Lord would go on to publish a detailed comparison of the plots of the Hymn with the Homeric epics, which she argues are based on a shared story pattern:
The narrative pattern ... centers on the following principal elements with accompanying themes:
(1) the withdrawal of the hero (or heroine), which sometimes takes the form of a long absence; this element is often closely linked with a quarrel and the loss of someone beloved;
(2) disguise during the absence or upon the return of the hero, frequently accompanied by a deceitful story; (3) the theme of hospitality to the wandering hero; (4) the recognition of the hero, or at least a fuller revelation of his identity;
(5) disaster during or occasioned by the absence; 3 (6) the reconciliation of the hero and return.
These themes are listed as they occur in the Homeric hymn to Demeter.
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I agree with the Lords that the relationship of Homeric epic with fertility myth is genetic. Where we differ is that they deny any form of intertextual engagement, while I argue that the relationship between the Odyssey and the Hymn is so close as to require it. My explanatory model is that once the epics were drawn into the underlying pattern of fertility myth, the These two historical models are thus both degenerative, but sufficiently out of sync with each other that Hesiod was compelled to insert an age of heroes into his schema of four metals.
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They also produced a similar historical Anschauung fundamentally different than our own:
whereas we sometimes share and certainly understand a historical model based on moral decline, we do not look at the remote past as a time of unrivaled wealth and power, to say nothing of technological sophistication. Homeric epic celebrates this heroic age for which it also displays a clear nostalgia. (Conversely, many of us today in western culture look to the future as Homeric
Greeks looked to the past: as just like the present only infinitely better.) The Iliad expresses this nostalgia as a contrast between the poem's heroes and a much diminished present. The Odyssey, on the other hand, internalizes this same contrast, so that Odysseus represents the heroic age, and the suitors the present. There are several ways that the poems develop these contrasts, and arguably even the contrast between these contrasts. I will mention two that I find especially compelling.
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That a generational contrast between Odysseus and the suitors symbolizes one between human ages can be supported by observing the different ways the gods interact with men in the epics. It is a commonplace in cultural anthropology since the pioneering work of Bronislaw
Malinowski and Franz Boas that mythic time is the primordial time in which the gods still walked among humans. In fact, the sole formal criterion by which Boas was able to distinguish myth from other forms of traditional story was its temporal setting before the modern condition. 16 Whereas Boas speaks of the separation of man from the other animals, the corresponding period for the ancient Greeks would have been before the differentiation of god, man, and animal into a cosmic hierarchy.
It is thus highly significant that Iliadic gods appear or make their presence known to humans far more often than in the Odyssey and to a far larger number of humans, some of whom are themselves demi-gods: 17 and though each member of his family is allowed at least one such encounter, the suitors never once do (which is perhaps unsurprising since despite their constant feasting they nowhere perform animal sacrifice to the gods). The sole exception to this striking, blanket restriction of such encounters to Odysseus and his family comes in the climactic final scene of the poem, when it from on high and smashed his four horned helmet" (380-4). And later in the same book, "Hector snatches and carries off a rock. . .which two men, the strongest in town, could not have easily pried from the ground and set on a wagon, such as men now are, but he cast it easily, even alone" (445-9). In each case, then, the comparison solely involves physical strength. Our general image is that men of the heroic age were over twice as strong as the strongest men of the present.
This formula is essentially absent from the Odyssey. The reason for this, I suggest, is because the poem internalizes the contrast between the heroic age and the contemporary world.
An analogy can be drawn to the contrast between Nestor's generation and that of the other Iliadic heroes, the difference being that a contrast between generations has become one between ages.
This casts further light on why the return of Odysseus is accompanied by killing the suitors. Persephone's return, marks the return of both the social order and material prosperity to Ithaca. He goes on to top even that, declaring:
and I can hurl a javelin as far as Nobody else can shoot an arrow (229)
Taken literally, Odysseus boasts that he is greatest archer on earth, with the sole exception of Philoctetes, assuming he is imagined as still living. 22 But he declines at once to strive with men of former times, such as Heracles and Eurytus. Less obvious is that Heracles and Eurytus belong to the generation before the Trojan War, while Odysseus, a veteran of that war as he here lets slip, belongs to the generation before the Phaeacean youths with whom he is competing.
Laodamas does, however, call attention to the generational difference less than a hundred lines earlier when in challenging Odysseus to compete, he addresses him as 'fatherly-guest' (145:
ξεῖνε πάτερ). What is important in the present context is that Odysseus' remarks conform to the degeneration model of human history: just as Odysseus acknowledges he is no match for the greatest archers of the previous generation, the archers of the next are no match for him, as the contest of the bow in Odyssey 21 will demonstrate, and which the present scene foreshadows.
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I suggest, then, that the Odyssey's historical model has important implications for a series of temporal contrasts involving Odysseus. These contrasts employ the same pronoun, οἷος, or 'such as,' found in the Iliadic 'degeneration formula,' often embedded in a formula of its own:
'such as Odysseus used to be' (οἷος Ὀδυσσεὺς ἔσκε). Note that in the Odyssey the direction of the comparison is reversed, so that the pronoun introduces a past tense verb while the main clause refers to the present; in the "such as men now are" formula, by contrast, the main clause refers to the heroes of the past, while the pronoun compares them with men of the present. In the Odyssey, the latter form of temporal comparison is echoed only in the passage from Book 8 just discussed. On the other hand, there are twenty-four cases of pronominal "such as" in the singular, or one per book. In thirteen, or slightly over half, of these cases, Odysseus is the antecedent. And of these, seven involve a temporal contrast between Odysseus in former times, and the present circumstances of the poem. In three cases, the contrast exclusively involves physical strength, in two cases ethics, and in two cases both, so that on five occasions the contrast involves strength and on four ethics.
To illustrate, I'll begin with the ethical contrast, which as we have seen is absent from the contrast is lacking and once more the exceptions prove instructive: twice the reference is to his son, Telemachus, once to his father, Laertes, and once to his epic rival, Achilles.
These are all of the examples of the pronoun οἷος employed in temporal contrasts. They are both prominent and the thematic content of the contrast is plainly and consistently mapped out: a nobler past, embodied by Odysseus, is set in opposition to a greatly diminished present, The most important response to the first objection is subjective: the gap between
Odysseus and the suitors is simply too extreme to represent mere generational decline: even if we are entitled to see Nestor as wholly objective when he says that the present generation is no match for the previous, the difference is not so great that Sthenelos cannot boast that he and Diomedes are far greater heroes than their fathers, themselves heroes of the Seven Against Thebes tradition (Il. 4.404-10: μέγ᾿ ἀμείμονες). 24 Nothing remotely like this could be said of the contrast between Odysseus and the suitors. 25 And that contrast most emphatically does include moral decline, which as we have seen is a defining feature of the Hesiodic Age of Iron, as also of the Five Ages generally.
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Undoubtedly, however, some will find divine involvement in the epics more diagnostic and convincing. In the Odyssey, Odysseus can be fairly said to interact with the gods more freely than even the heroes of the Iliad, while the suitors do so only indirectly and less frequently, through omens and prophecies, which is to say in a manner precisely corresponding to that of Finally, I want to argue that the Odyssey promises not only a return of the heroic age to
Ithaca, but also to Homer's own audience. At one level, which is valid as far as it goes, the poem can be seen as offering the means of achieving the return of prosperity to communities willing to submit to its ideology of 'good order' and strong rule. Enuma Elish [so that] by oral magic and the rites that went with it, they brought into the present the struggle between Marduk and the sea-monster Tiamat, a struggle which took place in illo tempore, and which, through the god's final victory, put an end to the chaos.
. . . The struggle, Marduk's victory and the creation of the world thus became actually present. 34 On Malinowski and Eliade's analysis, the Odyssey does not represent a return to the past but a return of the past.
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Thus, even though Homer embeds contemporary reality in a poem of the past, since he is bringing his own poetic universe into the here and now, he is not projecting the present into the past but into an eternal present in which linear time has itself collapsed. It is in this light, I have argued, that we should understand the mimetic nature of Homeric performance, as a religious act of eternal return that makes the ancient heroes appear vividly before us. 35 So understood, the preponderance of character speech in the epics does not simply constitute a striving for vividness as deictic, causing the events of the past to be re-experienced in the present, so that, in his words, the mountain comes to Mohammed. 36 We could extend his observation to include other forms of
Homeric deixis such as demonstrative pronouns, or the use of apostrophe, in which the poet addresses one of his characters as physically present with him and his audience. 37 So too the highly idiosyncratic nekuomanteion of Odyssey Book 11, in which Odysseus conjures up the souls of the dead en masse. 38 This is not how ancient summoning rituals work, but it metapoetically reproduces the poem's own metaphysics of performance in that Odysseus here performs the function of a traditional poet. 39 Moreover, as a story of the hero's Withdrawal and
Return that is simultaneously a return of the heroic age to Ithaca, the Odyssey reproduces its metaphysics in another way as well; as it also does by making the return of Odysseus a series of divine epiphanies: to the suitors, his servants, son, wife, and father. 40 In this way the eternal
